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Eleven 


This is Dek Unu Magazine. In Esperanto, dek unu means "eleven." Eleven 
images from a single artist. Eleven artists in eleven solo issues in each publication 
year. Dek Unu publishes the work of a new artist-photographer in each issue. The 
artist's work and words are featured in individual focus as the sole purpose for 
each issue of the magazine. Unlike other arts and letters magazines which might 
look for work from a variety of artists to support an editorial staff's theme, at Dek 
Unu, theme and imagery are always each artist's own. Dek Unu is committed to 
issue-to-issue diversity and artist selection decisions are made without regard to 
career stage or pedigree. 


This Month 


This month’s feature is peripatetic artist-photographer James Reade 
Venable. In New York, Virginia, Belgium, and points between, he 
demonstrates a fundamental axiom for success in photography - 
“Be there and be packing.” Whether it’s for the moment when 
winter turns to spring, or for the moment when political history is 
being made, James has a knack for being there. Whether with an 
iPhone from an eBike while delivering food during the pandemic 
or with film on a slower, analog walk in the park, he is usually 
carrying, aware that “the best camera is the one you have with 
you.” 


While luck plays a part, and while plenty of great photographs 
have been unplanned happy accidents, his is also the story of study, 
experimentation, and the work required to develop an artist’s eye 
and to master the tools of the trade. The definition of photography 
itself is changing and, even for old pros, the field requires research 
and practice. For a struggling artist with a young family to support, 
the work is not easy, the compensation is spare, and the 
opportunities are sparse. But these images amply demonstrate 
Venable’s vision, talent, and persistence, and it’s a privilege and a 
pleasure for us to be there. > 


My wife is Belgian and | moved there with her in 2019. Charleroi is the region and city she 
grew up in and it's close to where we lived. | go back a few times a year for acting work or 
family vacation time. Charleroi is in the midst of reconstruction of the city, reinventing 
itself, and from the moment | arrived | started shooting. 


| was walking to go out to dinner with my new family and passed this vacant lot and the 


lighting and lines struck a chord. An iPhone shot, converted to black and white, cropped, 
with some minor adjustments in Lightroom. 


“He who does not wish for little things does not deserve big things.” 
— Belgian Proverb 


Vacant Charleroi 


This image was a time killer. It was early in the morning and | was waiting to meet the 
film crew for a commercial | was in. | was the first to arrive at this parking lot in 
Flanders next to a field. It was very foggy and gloomy and there were trees off in the 
distance. | took many images while | was waiting; several different ones from this shoot 
have been published. 


When | first started photography, | used iPhoto as | had no clue and, like everyone, | tried 
out the filters. | used a sepia filter on this one and, although | like the color, it’s the 
composition of this image that I’m most proud of. While it was good that | was hired to 
do the commercial, the real payoff was the photos | took. 


“To find truth, one must travel a dense fog!” 
— David Dweck 


A Tree Grows in Belgium 


Another iPhone photo. | was at a training to learn about alcohol brands for a job | had 
during the pandemic as an alcohol promoter in bars and stores. The training took place in 
the conference rooms at the top of this highrise. When it was done there was a patio and 
the sun was setting. | only had my iPhone so | composed the best | could. | cropped a bit 
and enhanced colors and blacks and shadows. 


“| would give the greatest sunset in the world for one sight of New York's skyline.” 
— Ayn Rand 


Empire Sunset 


This is by far my most successful photo so far. It has been published the most and has 
sold the most prints. But to be honest I’m over it. | got lucky. It was during my time in NYC 
at the height of the pandemic. | delivering food to survive. It was at rush hour, when that 
platform would have normally been crowded. | guess just being out during the pandemic, 
being an essential worker, had some benefits. | got to capture a NYC some may never see 
again. 


Although the composition works well, | feel like | cheated because | didn’t really know 
how to use this camera at the time and it was on auto. | adjusted the colors, especially the 
purple, in post. 


“Whatever made me the way | am left me hollow, empty inside, unable to feel. It 
doesn't seem like a big deal. I'm quite sure most people fake an awful lot of everyday 
human contact. | just fake all of it.” 

— Jeff Lindsay 


Dusk at Ditmars 
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| took this while drinking a beer on a break from delivering food during the pandemic. | was 
pretty depressed. No money, living from place to place with my wife. Then | saw this pregnant 
woman wearing a mask with her two children playing, not in a playground but on cement 
benches. It put a lot of things in perspective. It’s one of my favorites. | sneaked this shot as | 
wanted something real. Thankfully | had a good camera with me. 


“It's going to disappear. One day, it’s like a miracle, it will disappear.” 
— Donald Trump 


“Be safe, be smart, be kind” 
— Dr. Tedros Adhanom 


Motherhood 


| was in Richmond because my father lives down there. He contracted Covid and was 
intubated in the hospital. | basically went down to say goodbye. He made a miraculous 
recovery and | stayed with him through his convalescence for a few months. While | was 
staying there, | delivered food to make whatever money | could. | traveled on an electric 
bike and carried my cameras with me while | made deliveries. It was the summer of 2020 
and the BLM / George Floyd protests really started to pick up. Being in the old Confederate 
capital of Richmond, where monuments to old Civil War heroes still stood, made it an 
obvious epicenter for this movement. | had heard about monuments being covered in 
graffiti and taken down all over town and | had a feeling the whole time that things were 
about to change. 


One day | was on my way home from work and | made a point to pass by the Robert E. Lee 
statue, the main attraction on Monument Avenue. What | saw next was amazing. Hundreds 
of people were gathered, chanting, lighting candles, and, on this particular night, a visual 
artist set up a projector which put the faces of victims who died from police brutality on the 
statue and the Letters “BLM” right on the body of General Lee’s horse. 


This one is special. | like it because it isn't perfect. | have seen other photos of the same 
exact thing more in focus and clearer, but there is something about the fact that | didn’t have 
a tripod with me and | handheld it to the best of my ability that makes that photo stand apart. 


“Here's another point in life you should not miss. Do not be a fool who's prejudiced 
Because we're all written down on the same list. It's like that and that's the way it is.” 
— Run DMC 


Robert E. Lee, Black Lives Matter! 
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| do headshots to make money and had a great shoot with two actor friends on a Brooklyn 
rooftop to make some images to add to my portfolio. After we finished, we indulged in 
libations and just had fun being creative. Originally, you could see a little detail in the model, 
but the sunset was so amazing | realized that the sunset was the model. | adjusted shadows 
and blacks and made it a silhouette. So much more interesting for me. 


“May the good Lord shine a light on you, warm like the evening sun.” 
— The Rolling Stones 


Spread Your Wings 


A happy accident. Practicing with my camera. Learning the functions and experimenting with 
shutter speeds. My wife and | were binge watching the series, How To Get Away With Murder, 
and she paused it for some reason to do something. While waiting, | picked up my camera 
because the show was paused on a very interesting frame. Many years ago, | would make 

film stills from my favorite movies shown on my TV. This was a carry over. The only adjustments 
are in Lightroom. No Photoshop. Mostly contrast and exposure in light panel. The show is 
about murder and there was something about this shot which was so unstable it felt right. 


“All painting is an accident. But it's also not an accident, because one must select what 


part of the accident one chooses to preserve.” 
— Francis Bacon 


How to Get Away with Murder 


| had a photo that said something to me but it just wasn’t working. After a search of 
YouTube, | found a Lightroom tutorial and made the adjustments the photographer was 


teaching. It worked. 


“lam always doing that which | cannot do, in order that | may learn how to do it.” 
— Pablo Picasso 


Blossoms 


During one of many winter walks | took in the winter of 2021. It was a depressing time 

as we moved back to Belgium after the pandemic smashed all chances of reestablishing 
my family in NY. | was working a brutal job delivering catering to big profile photography 
shoots for minimum wage. Which was humbling. Waking up at 4 in the morning working 
12 hour days. | was busted and these walks, and the artistic outlet of my photography, 
really helped me. After a beautiful snowfall | captured this one. 


“With luck, it might even snow for us.” 
— Haruki Murakami 


Blue Frost 


The most recent image in this collection, this one was taken In Paris on Bastille Day of 2022. 

| wandered the city alone during the day to get some alone photo time on a family vacation. 

| wanted to capture the excitement of the celebration, the jets, the fireworks the national pride, 
but | passed this scene on my journey. With all the celebration there was still poverty. And 
right in front of a church. It was an image | had to capture. 


“They're the ones who'll hate you 
When you think you've got the world all sussed out 
They're the ones who'll spit at you 
You will be the one screaming out 
Don't leave me high 
Don't leave me dry” 
— Radiohead 


At Heaven's Gate 
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Artist Interview - James Reade Venable 
New York seems like both the best and the worst place 
to try to start a career in the arts. 


It’s very difficult. The talent pool here is the best in the world. 
You know the Sinatra line. It is very expensive to survive, let 
alone raise a family, and in order to survive I work a 
restaurant job that takes up most of my time. My wife and I 
moved back to NYC from Belgium in February 2020, the worst 
possible timing. We struggled and decided to go back to 
Belgium in the fall of 2020 because my wife was pregnant and 
Covid was starting to rise again. 


James Reade Venable 
©Marie-Helene Tercafs 
The thing about New York is it’s always alive. There is always 
something going on. It is super cultural and invites you to see 
all the different people of the world working and living 
together. If paid close attention to, it’s a great teacher of how 
we can live and create together. The plus side is that 
collaboration is easy if you really want it. New York is full of 
people who can help my career. If I need a model I can get one 
for a great price possibly free, same thing with props, 
locations and studios. Artists try and help each other here if 
they can, though I must say Belgians are really cool, helpful, 
and giving when it comes to collaborations. 


Like a surprising number of artist-photographers, your 
creativitiy has a couple of connecting branches. 


I would say the creativity bug actually started more in 
performance. In early childhood, I would always sing for my 
family and at family gatherings. Michael Jackson was a huge 
influence. It saddens me a little how that all turned out. I 
guess his music videos influenced a bit of the photographer in 
me, as well as others' music videos of the 80s. 


I am also a working actor. Being in front of the camera has 
made it easier for me to work with clients or direct people in 
my photos. All the great films I have seen have influenced my 
composition and lensing, especially Stanley Kubrick. I admire 
Stephen Spielberg’s silhouette shots in many of his films. I 
would very much like to direct film. 


You've already directed a music video, Doormat Daddy, 
which is out on Youtube. How did that happen? 


While we were living in Belgium, the first time, I started a 
Facebook page to attract photo clients. I was having a hard 
time finding other work, especially because I didn't speak 
French or Dutch. A friend who is in the band, The Allegations, 
saw my page and asked if I did videography. I wanted to start 
directing so I said yes. He sent the song and asked how much 
I would charge. I said, "600 dollars." I had no clue. 


After I sent him the storyboard, he said it was right on target 
for what he had pictured, so we decided to move forward. I 
knew my photography skills and experience acting in 
productions gave me enough confidence to handle directing 
the video, but I also knew I needed a more experienced 
cameraman for moving images. I hired my friend and mentor 
Sam Joseph as Director of Photography. I got my wife and 
friends to act in it along with people I cast through Craigslist. 


There must have been surprises, breaking new ground. 
What did you learn? 


I learned that if you want something bad enough, and you love 
it, you can accomplish it. I also learned that $600 is not enough 
money for a music video, even though we got it done for about 
$800, all in. I didn’t profit at all. I also learned what people I 
will need to have on board next time I direct, like a color 
correctionist and an Art Director. 
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Blt in the Gates 
Do you remember when you decided that getting serious 
about photography would be your next step? 


I think it was a combination of when I started getting 
published regularly and when I found how exciting it was to 
actually shoot manual and control more than just composition 
and developing. I shot a couple of rolls of film during Christo 
and Jean-Claude's “Gates” art installation in Central Park in 
the winter of 2005. One image, in particular, was a black and 
white photo I titled “Path in the Gates.” It is the first photo of 
mine that was ever published and the publication of this photo 
really pushed me fully into the photography. 


A lot of your work is in the street category, caught rather 
than planned. Talk about how you "see?" 


I can’t explain how I see. Something tells me to shoot. 
Sometimes I will just walk and snap randomly at people and I 
get a surprise when I develop. You get mostly crap, but life 
gives you great stuff sometimes. And no matter how good you 
are, there is a lot of luck. I pretend that my work is a movie 
and each shot tells a story. That means no fear, shooting things 
that aren’t pretty, and sneaky shooting-long lenses, like a spy. 
It may be invasive, but it’s real. As soon as you ask people for 
permission the veneer comes up. Sometimes, in architectural, 
urb ex, and city shooting, I see something in the math of a 
place that creates an abstract image. Often it's a lighting 
situation that makes a difference. Shadows and artificial light 
are your friends. I like my street photos to be like paintings. I 
often see more in post, cropping and adjusting color and 
contrast. 


Some of your work is political. Are you "activist" in your 
approach or do you try for "dispassionate documentation?" 


This is a great question. The media prints the images it needs 
to tell their story. I talked with a very famous Nat Geo 
photographer, who basically told me they had stopped doing 
journalism because the editors are biased. I don’t stand 
politically with anyone, and I have a very open mind. I would 
say I’m an activist for truth. I shot a lot during the 2020 BLM 
movement in Richmond and what I captured was moments I 
felt were real. People standing together, monuments coming 
down. In New York, I shot both cops handling protesters and 
shaking hands with them. For example, we know where most 
of the world stands on the Ukrainian war, but if I was over 
there shooting — which I would love to do - I would have no 
problem posting a photo of a Russian soldier helping a 
Ukranian civilian or a Ukrainian soldier committing a war 


crime. If it’s what is happening and needs to be captured, I will 
shoot it no matter how I feel about the subject. The image 
comes first. 


Analog, digital, both? 


I shoot both analog and digital. I prefer the patience, skill and 
look of film. I would love to learn wet plate. I switched to 
analog when I was given a Canon 60D by a photographer for 
whom I had modeled and who did my headshots. Some of the 
images in this series are iPhone shots. Digital actually 
improved my photography because I could immediately see 
the difference in my choices when shooting in manual mode. I 
had previously shot in every mode not knowing the actual use 
for each mode, experimenting, changing ISO, speeds, and 
apertures, not knowing what the hell I was doing. I actually 
lost a lot of great images this way but, at the same time, I 
created some unique and lasting ones by experimenting. 
When I do commissioned works, such as ads, family, 
headshots, and weddings, I shoot digital for the quick 
workflow and turnaround. I will switch to film if I feel I’ve 
gotten what I need for an assignment. For conceptual and 
leisure work, it’s film. 


What sources do you find most valuable to your work. 
Reading? Shows and museums? 


We have unfortunately come to a time where the pages are 
disappearing. I just recently picked up my first book in years — 
Brave New World. When it comes to reading about photography, 
it’s usually technical and problem-solving articles to improve. I 
find music to be my biggest source of inspiration. I throw in 
earbuds and put my iTunes on random and it definitely changes 
how I shoot. For example. if some Wu-Tang or Nas comes on and 
I’m in the street I might start shooting the seediness of the raw 
city; if Pink Floyd comes on, I may focus on the capitalism of the 
city; and if it’s jazz or classical, I may go abstract. 


Any idols, inspirations in photography? A photo that stuck 
with you? One you wish you had made yourself? 


Again, it's Stanley Kubrick for inspiration. There are many 
photos that stick but if I had to choose one, it's the Nick Ut 
photo of Napalm Girl. I would love to have shot almost all of 
Ansel Adams' work. Or the Abbey Road cover shot - it's one 
iconic photo plus I would have gotten to meet the Beatles. 


Pink Slumbers 


How about a peer group? Are you part of a club, 
collective, gang? Anyone to whom you show new stuff? 


I am a loner except for my friend, Sam Joseph, who sort of 
mentored me in the basics. I don’t really show my stuff to 
anyone. People are busy and have their own ambitions and 
desires. I will either submit work to a call for publication, or 
post to social media or photography websites. I am a member 
of Visura and that platform has been great for exposure for 
my work and for me to see other great photographers. Social 
media is great for helping me sort through my crap. I have 
professional accounts and those provide statistical insights. 


When submitting work to social media, I can use their 
analytics to see what types of photos get the most likes: which 
cameras I use, what lens, which subject matter. 


Some say art life is 80% marketing, 20% everything else. 


The only promotions I have done are through online social 
media. The joy comes from taking photos and I do love the 
developing process with my digital photos. The madness is 
that I just want to make money doing what I love. It doesn’t 
have to be millions, but I don’t want to waste my life in a 
restaurant. I am having a hard time right now with that. 
Especially since I don’t have a degree and I am self-taught. I 
am sort of clueless about the game of photography. I still act 
and acting presents a pretty clear-cut route. But with 
photography, I feel there are so many directions in which you 
can go. My problem is that I’m not a niche photographer, nor 
do I want to be. 


There's a good story about one of your adventures in 
online advertising! 


When I directed the music video, "Doormat Daddy," we tried to 
promote it on Facebook and Instagram. I decided to try 
advertising internationally, going through an alphabetical list 
of countries. We got a few hundred views from placements in 
the US, Albania, Belgium, Canada, Germany, and Italy. 


Kind of as a joke, we promoted it in Afghanistan. I did think, in 
the back of my head, that I was being rebellious because of the 
strict religious views toward women there. After all, one of the 
two songs in the video features my wife, in provocative 
lingerie, being cuckolded. It was definitely different because it 
was the only place where the promotion worked — we received 
almost 5000 views. People messaged me. It was fascinating. 


Talk about your method. How much time can you carve 
out for photography? Do you revisit good locations? 


Lately I have been very busy with a one-year-old baby and I 
work full time as a waiter. I try to go out at least one day a 
week for a few hours. I also practice at home doing still life 
and experimenting with different film stocks. I try to stay 
away from making an iconic place a destination, but I will 
shoot it if it comes through natural exploration. I don’t like to 
return to a shot I have captured unless I truly think I can do it 
better. Though I do have a slight affection for One World 
Trade Center (Freedom Tower) and the Empire State Building. 
I love to wander aimlessly, and this has gotten me the most 
success. Lots of exposures digitally, but with my film I’m more 
selective and thought-out. I usually shoot whenever I can get 
away and it’s mostly spontaneous. 


When is an image done? 


Finished means "published." Very rarely do I alter anything if 
it has been published. But I definitely revisit old stuff all the 
time. If there is something where the execution is off, I go to 
Lightroom and really play with it, changing RGB and making it 
more of a visual art piece than a “photograph” per se. 
Basically painting with the photo. If something I've submitted 
for publication gets rejected, I actually submit it more. The 
feeling is internal. It’s a matter of the editor’s taste. My pieces 
are for all tastes, but sometimes people prefer one to another. 
I know it’s not personal. 


Artists are often insightful critics. What do you look for 
in new work you encounter? Are you a tough sell? 


Emotion. I definitely must feel something. Usually when I look 
at art, I move quickly. If I stop, I’m interested; if I come back, I 
like; if I study or research or follow, ’'m hooked. I don’t have 


fixed standards as long as the work is coming from a 
meaningful place. It's all a matter of taste, but I would say, yes, 
I am a tough sell. I prefer to avoid anything that seems to be 
done strictly for profit. 


Is there any piece of equipment, software, or gear that 
makes work easier? More fun? Anything indispensible? 


It is definitely not about the gear. Four out of the 11 photos 
you are showcasing were shot on an iPhone. I can’t always 
carry a camera with me, so when I wanted to capture 
something I thought was beautiful and didn’t have a proper 
camera, my iPhone was there and the technology has gotten so 
good it’s scary. Lenses are my biggest gear nerd out. A good 
prime lens makes all the difference in the world. Love my 
Canon 50 mm prime. 


The only thing that is indispensable is my drive to keep taking 
photos. There are never enough. 


What's next? Travel, a show, a book? An idea percolating? 


I would love to do a book and I am currently working on a 
street photography project which I hope could possibly 
become a series. I’m going to be submitting more to 
exhibitions. I feel this is the next step toward finding 
representation. If I can ever get a grant or rep, I would love to 
work with an art director. I usually have my work printed but 
I hope to buy an A4 or larger printer to start doing my own 
printing. I have 3 conceptual projects in the works and plan to 
buy a drone and do some aerial stuff; I want to experiment 
with some abstract and street ideas using a drone. I would 
love to go to Antarctica. I plan to get into night photography. 
The Aurora Borealis is on my bucket list. I am always open to 
do commissions and shoot for ads and fashion. Basically, I am 
interested in being creative and making money doing what I 
love. 


Links to much more ... 

https://venableshoots.com/ 
www.facebook.com/venableshoots 
www.instagram.com/venableshoots/ 


twitter.com/venableshoots 


Inquiries: venableshoots at gmail dot com 
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BZ - Watnes Reade Venable 


Search by artist's name or browse 
the entire back issue archive at: 
www.magcloud.com. 

Print sales support the artists and 
keep Dek Unu advertising-free. 
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